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As grasslands and savannahs cover approximately half of the ice-free land area of the 
world, making up about 70 percent of the world’s agricultural and livestock area, they are 
important agricultural resources, especially in areas where people lack food security. 
These ecosystems play a crucial role for sustainability issues, incorporating social-cultural, 
economic, and environmental values. They provide habitat for numerous plants and 
animals that are adapted to the unique hydrologic regimes and soil conditions. They also 
provide important ecosystem services, including climate regulation and water 
purification. Furthermore, there are cultural values in the form of knowledge about nature 
conservation and the sustainability of traditional subsistence systems embedded in local 
communities and indigenous peoples.  Although there is a substantial literature covering 
biophysical, economic, natural science valuations, interdisciplinary, and socio-economic 
approaches, those including discourses on governance in developing countries are 
especially scarce. Hence, grasslands and savannahs likely represent the least understood 
biome in the world in terms of their true value for sustainable economic uses and the 
provision of sociocultural services that contribute to human health and well-being. 
This dissertation tries to fill this gap by investigating local and environmental governance 
models embedded in grasslands and savannahs ecosystems, developing a novel 
framework that enhances community approaches. The rapid expansion of the agricultural 
and extractive frontier is driving the conversion of South American grasslands and 
savannas into a key source of food supplies with enormous consequences for social-
cultural, economic and environmental values. In particular, this applies to rural contexts 
where strong economic pressures favor the accelerated incorporation of natural resources 
for immediate productive use. Governance models offer valid tools to solve a number of 
6 
 
conflicts, including the use and management of natural resources. They also help to 
promote the community perspective, where trust, inclusion, and commitment are key 
factors. In particular, Community-Based Governance (CBG), as a bottom-up 
organizational model, can increase the participation of local groups in the planning, 
research, development, management, and formulation of policies and strategies for the 
wider community. Decentralization of management tactics allows for addressing the 
territory’s unique political, economic, and social problems. The attention and inclusion of 
local perspectives lead to a synthesis of collective problems and the development of joint 
solutions to solve them. Undoubtedly, CBG addresses socio-political-economic 
development in relation to the use and management of natural resources (e.g. grasslands 
and savannahs). Local cultures and traditional institutions are a key ingredient in 
prosperous and sustainable development, thus incorporating local and ancestral 
knowledge. Therefore, integrating traditional institutions in the use and management of 
natural resources is necessary to ensure sustainable development. 
The following work follows a comparative approach of two selected areas of South 
America in order structure the complexity of governance processes.  It focuses on the 
Colombian Llanos and the Paraguayan Pantanal, correlating the spatial relation of natural 
resource-dependent communities with socio-economic and environmental changes, along 
with power and hierarchical structure at all scales, political dynamics, and stakeholder 
engagement schemes. The hypothesis behind this work is that using a clarified, non-
normative governance perspective in socio-economic and policy research can contribute 
to an improved understanding of socio-economic and political processes, including formal 
and informal ones, those embedded in larger and smaller social systems, as well as both 
vertical and horizontal socio-economic and political arrangements. Beyond the 
development of a specific framework for CBG, two practical and methodological tools are 
 
generated. The Community-Based Governance Manual (CBGM), including a case study 
of the Colombian Llanos, and the Guidelines to Strengthen CBG in the Paraguayan 
Pantanal (CBGG) seek to promote the political, economic, and social analysis of 
community actors as well as scenarios addressing the socio-environmental and socio-
economic problems that affect them. CBGM and CBGG may be regarded as concrete and 
tangible impacts on the field, as well as valid outlooks on expected future development of 











Da Grasland und Savannen etwa die Hälfte der eisfreien Landfläche der Welt bedecken 
und etwa 70 Prozent der weltweiten Agrar- und Viehzuchtfläche ausmachen, sind sie 
wichtige landwirtschaftliche Ressourcen, insbesondere in Gebieten, in denen die 
Menschen keine Ernährungssicherheit haben. Diese Ökosysteme spielen eine 
entscheidende Rolle für Nachhaltigkeitsfragen, die sozio-kulturelle, wirtschaftliche und 
ökologische Werte darstellen. Sie bieten Lebensraum für zahlreiche Pflanzen und Tiere, 
die an die einzigartigen hydrologischen Regime und Bodenbedingungen angepasst sind. 
Sie bieten auch wichtige Ökosystemleistungen, wie z.B. Klimaregulierung und 
Wasserreinigung. Darüber hinaus gibt es kulturelle Werte in Form von Wissen über den 
Naturschutz und die Nachhaltigkeit traditioneller Subsistenzsysteme, die in lokalen 
Gemeinschaften und indigenen Völkern eingebettet sind. Obwohl es eine umfangreiche 
Literatur zu biophysikalischen, ökonomischen und naturwissenschaftlichen Bewertungen 
gibt, sind interdisziplinäre und sozio-ökonomische Ansätze, insbesondere solche, die 
Diskurse über die Regierungsführung in Entwicklungsländern beinhalten, Mangelware. 
Daher stellen Grasland und Savannen wahrscheinlich das am wenigsten verstandene 
Biom in der Welt dar, was ihren wahren Wert für eine nachhaltige wirtschaftliche 
Nutzung und die Bereitstellung sozio-kultureller Dienstleistungen, die zur Gesundheit 
und zum Wohlbefinden der Menschen beitragen, betrifft.  
Die vorliegende Dissertation versucht, diese Lücke zu schließen, indem sie lokale und 
ökologische Governance-Modelle untersucht, die in Grasland- und Savannen-Ökosysteme 
eingebettet sind, und einen neuartigen Rahmen entwickelt, der in der Lage ist, 
gemeinschaftliche Ansätze zu fördern. Die rasche Ausdehnung der Agrar- und 
Rohstoffgrenze treibt die Umwandlung von südamerikanischem Grasland und Savannen 
 
in eine Schlüsselgrenze für die Nahrungsmittelversorgung mit enormen Folgen für die 
sozio-kulturellen, wirtschaftlichen und ökologischen Werte. Dies gilt insbesondere für den 
ländlichen Raum, wo der starke wirtschaftliche Druck die beschleunigte Eingliederung 
natürlicher Ressourcen zur unmittelbaren produktiven Nutzung begünstigt. Governance-
Modelle bieten gültige Instrumente zur Lösung einer Reihe von Konflikten, einschließlich 
der Nutzung und Bewirtschaftung natürlicher Ressourcen. Sie tragen auch zur Förderung 
der Gemeinschaftsperspektive bei, bei der Vertrauen, Einbeziehung und Engagement 
Schlüsselfaktoren sind. Insbesondere kann Community-based Governance (CBG) als 
Bottom-up-Organisationsmodell die Beteiligung lokaler Gruppen an der Planung, 
Forschung, Entwicklung, Verwaltung und Formulierung von Politiken und Strategien für 
eine breitere Gemeinschaft erhöhen. Die Dezentralisierung der Verwaltungstaktiken 
ermöglicht die Bewältigung der einzigartigen politischen, wirtschaftlichen und sozialen 
Probleme des Gebiets. Die Aufmerksamkeit und die Einbeziehung lokaler Perspektiven 
führen zu einer Synthese kollektiver Probleme und der Entwicklung gemeinsamer 
Lösungen zu deren Lösung. Zweifellos sollte sich die CBG mit der sozio-politisch-
ökonomischen Entwicklung in Bezug auf die Nutzung und das Management der 
natürlichen Ressourcen (z.B. Grasland und Savannen) befassen. Lokale Kulturen und 
traditionelle Institutionen sind ein Schlüsselfaktor für eine prosperierende und 
nachhaltige Entwicklung und beziehen auch lokales und angestammtes Wissen mit ein. 
Daher ist die Integration traditioneller Institutionen in die Nutzung und das Management 
natürlicher Ressourcen notwendig, um eine nachhaltige Entwicklung zu gewährleisten.  
Die folgenden Arbeiten folgen einem vergleichenden Ansatz zweier ausgewählter Gebiete 
Südamerikas, um die Komplexität der Governance-Prozesse zu strukturieren. Sie 
konzentriert sich auf das kolumbianische Llanos- und das paraguayische Pantanal-Gebiet 
und korreliert die räumliche Beziehung der von natürlichen Ressourcen abhängigen 
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Gemeinden mit sozioökonomischen und ökologischen Veränderungen, Macht und 
hierarchischer Struktur auf allen Ebenen, politischer Dynamik und Programmen zur 
Einbindung von Stakeholdern. Die Hypothese hinter dieser Arbeit ist, dass die 
Verwendung einer geklärten, nicht-normativen Governance-Perspektive in der sozio-
ökonomischen und politischen Forschung zu einem besseren Verständnis sozio-
ökonomischer und politischer Prozesse beitragen kann, einschließlich formaler und 
informeller Prozesse, die in größere und kleinere soziale Systeme eingebettet sind, sowie 
sowohl vertikale als auch horizontale sozio-ökonomische und politische Arrangements. 
Über die Entwicklung eines spezifischen Rahmens für die CBG hinaus werden zwei 
praktische und methodische Instrumente generiert. Das Community-Based Governance 
Manual (CBGM), einschließlich einer Fallstudie über das kolumbianische Llanos, und die 
Guidelines to Strengthen CBGG in the Paraguayan Pantanal (CBGG) versuchen, die 
politische, wirtschaftliche und soziale Analyse von Gemeindeakteuren sowie Szenarien 
zur Bewältigung der sie betreffenden sozio-ökologischen und sozio-ökonomischen 
Probleme zu fördern. Der CBGM und der CBGG können als konkrete und greifbare 
Auswirkungen auf Feldebene sowie als gültige Prognosen für die erwartete zukünftige 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
The concept of governance is gaining momentum and a broader meaning. While it may 
have started as a product of academic debate on the transformations of State, as well as 
the analytical and perspective discourse of various international agencies, it now also 
transcends collective systems, including nations, political/economic regimes, and good 
government. In addition to being an instrument for handling public affairs or a gage of 
political development, governance is an increasingly valuable tool for improving the 
credibility and inclusion of the public sphere (Ansell and Torfing 2016; Doornbos 2011). 
Alongside numerous characterizations, its manifestation reflects changes occurring at the 
level of theoretical conception of empirical reality about how organizational networks (e.g. 
civil society, the private sector, and the public sector) function (Fosci 2013; Halsall et al. 
2013; Hempel 1996; Iribarnegaray and Seghezzo 2012; Larson and Soto 2008; Lockwood et 
al. 2010; Provan and Kenis 2008; Raco and Flint 2001; Shah 2006; Williamson 1996). 
Within the socio-economic and political context of state reforms in South America, 
initiated in the 1980s, governance practices play an important role in decision-making 
processes, becoming increasingly permeable to the influence of international, national, 
regional, and local actors. In complex extractive development models, resource-dependent 
economies struggle to balance democratization processes of political regimes with the 
transition from state-centric development to a global market-centered one (Brand 2016; De 
Castro et al. 2016; Hempel 1996; Zurbriggen 2011). Above all, neo-extractivism, as a 
strategy of capital investment often incentivized by national states, fails to account for 
environmental costs; rather it only tracks the productive growth of intensive resource 
exploitation. This negatively impacts biophysical processes, vulnerable ecosystems, and 
 
territorial populations, especially indigenous ones (Acosta 2011; Bárcena 2013; Brand 2016; 
Eufemia et al. 2019; Gudynas 2009; Hempel 1996; Llambí 2016).  
For instance, the rapid expansion of agricultural and extractive activities is driving the 
conversion of South American grasslands and savannahs into a key source of food 
supplies with enormous consequences for the environment, as well as local communities, 
identities, and cultures (Eufemia et al. 2019; Heidenreich 2009; Hoogesteijn and 
Hoogestein 2010). This applies especially to rural contexts, where strong economic 
pressures favor the accelerated incorporation of natural resources for immediate 
productive use, often generating socio-ecological conflicts (Abe et al. 2016; Acuña 2016; 
Clement 2010; Fosci 2013; Hoogesteijn and Hoogestein 2010; Raco and Flint 2001). 
Additionally, since a holistic understanding, as well as wide-ranging and interdisciplinary 
knowledge about South American grasslands and savannahs is still scarce, there is 
virtually no socio-economic research (Eufemia et al. 2018). As a result, the quality of policy 
decisions and implementations may be negatively affected.  
Novel academic approaches to governance stress the importance of increasing and 
diversifying, from both qualitative and quantitative perspectives, science-based research 
in these ecosystems. This academic contribution presents a bottom up analytical 
framework for Community-Based Governance (CBG), which is thought to enhance 
community-approaches in the grasslands and savannahs of South America. The main 
reason for this lies beyond the diversity of the biological ecosystem biological and 
communal culture (Blydenstein 1967; Heidenreich 2009; O'Mara 2012; Suttie et al. 2005). It 
may have the ability to create, develop, improve, and re-shape local projects and programs 
on governance and sustainability (Acuña 2016; De Castro et al. 2016; Eufemia et al. 2018). 
Within the complexity of sustainable development, broadening academic approaches to 
account for socio-economic and cultural perspectives is required. From this perspective, 
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this dissertation addresses the concept of development with regard to problem framing, 
which focuses on the interconnectedness of socio-ecological-cultural issues and their 
impact on the use and management of natural resources (Fabricius et al. 2007; 
Vandenberghe 1999). 
1.1 Decentralization and local governance 
The historic process of decentralization of government is one of the most significant trends 
of state transformation in South America. This development produced a broad literature 
on the pros and cons of decentralization, as well as subnational politics and political 
economy, but few attempts to explain the challenges of local and environmental 
governance, especially with regard to the use and management of natural resources (Dahal 
et al. 2002; Iribarnegaray and Seghezzo 2012; Willis et al. 1999; Zurbriggen 2011). The 
initial proposals for reforms, inspired by the neoliberal paradigm,1 intended to develop 
decentralization measures as a way to improve local public services, in terms of efficiency, 
effectiveness, and community inclusion. This challenge was twofold. On the one hand, it 
aimed to improve the extension and strengthening of democratic institutions. On the other 
hand, it sought to create incentives for local economic development. Based on this 
proposal, local governance appeared as a relevant management model to achieve those 
purposes.  
Under this scenario,2 an important process of political, fiscal, and administrative 
decentralization took place in South America starting in the 1980s (Zurbriggen 2011). 
                                                          
1 It focuses on identifying the unregulated free-market capitalist order as the central ground for all 
efficient resource allocation (Vincent 2009).  
2 In the context of South America, other proposals for decentralization also arise from a more neo-
structuralist to a more radical vision, for which decentralization is considered a progressive measure 
to combat inequities and undemocratic behaviours. This is often regarded as the basis of alternative 
forms of power, from the perspective of a broad democratic reconstruction of the State. Participation 
 
Although there are substantial differences between the States in the region, a common 
overview may be assumed in three main parts. The first was the so-called political 
decentralization, expressed through the introduction of direct elections by municipal 
governments, as well as the creation and strengthening of sub-national entities and 
institutional consultation mechanisms. The second regarded transferring financial and 
economic resources from the central government to the sub-national institutions. The third 
part focused on administrative decentralization processes, including the decentralization 
of basic services (e.g. infrastructures) and social structures (e.g. education, health, housing 
etc.) (Daughters and Harper 2007). Hence, diverse and heterogeneous management 
experiences of local governance exist. Some examples include participatory budgeting in 
Brazil since 1989 (case of Porto Alegre), the Bolivian Popular Participation Act (LPP) of 
1994, the Colombian Constitutional reform of 1991 (decentralization of public finances), 
and the Paraguayan Constitution on the Statute of the Indigenous Communities (Acosta 
and Bird 2005; Daughters and Harper 2007; Eufemia et al. 2009; Garcia and Bodin 201;  
Iribarnegaray and Seghezzo 2012; Zurbriggen 2011). 
Notwithstanding this development, over the last decade, both public debates and the 
scientific literature are increasingly questioning if decentralization inherently leads to the 
better provision of services to locals, to the better use and management of natural 
resources, as well as to greater transparency and better democracy (Ángel Lara 2002; 
Bardhan 2002; Clement 2010; Dahal et al. 2002; Soto and Gómez 2012). A large number of 
studies show that the quality of public services at the local level is less related to the 
effective exercise of governance and more to factors like the institutional capacities of the 
public sector. The latter includes the transparency of decision-making processes, such as 
                                                          
is not understood as an instrument that improves the effectiveness of the State and the acceptance 
of policies, instead it is seen as an instrument for transforming power relations (Assies 2003). 
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elements of control, access to information, the stability of institutions (e.g. political and 
economic, formal and informal), and the independence of the judicial system (Acosta 2011; 
Alston et al. 1996; Brand 2016; Gudynas 2009; Hempel 1996; Larson and Ribot 2004; Llambí 
2016; Soto and Gómez 2013). Often, relations among the State and civil society, especially 
in rural contexts, appears filled with forms of authoritarianism, patronage, as well as 
resistance to citizen control and transparency over the use and management of public 
affairs and natural resources (Abe et al. 2016; Ángel Lara 2002; Dahal et al. 2002; Kay 2016). 
It may be argued that decentralization processes under the predominance of the neoliberal 
paradigm have created an institutional framework that does not really facilitate 
democratic strengthening, territorial development, and sustainable development.  
To address these challenges, a new debate on governance models, able to guide State 
policies and sustainable projects, is required. In addition, the active inclusion of a growing 
number of actors (e.g. NGOs, international agencies, private actors etc.) and their 
corresponding interests is now critical. The dilemma of local governance should not be 
reduced to defining the agenda and the objective of a policy, but rather incorporating the 
political, economic, cultural, and institutional context within which it is situated. In this 
light, environmental governance approaches may produce principles, along with 
methodological or analytical tools (e.g. Framework for CBG), suitable for addressing social 
relations and practices, as well as influencing how societies relate to the use and 
management of natural resources (Abe et al. 2016; Dahal et al. 2002; De Castro et al. 2016; 
Eufemia et a. 2019; Hare et al. 2018; Raco and Flint 2001).  
 
Chapter 2: Structure 
2.1 Research objectives  
The overall objective of this dissertation is to develop a framework for Community-Based 
Governance (CBG) in the grasslands and savannahs of South America, thus enhancing 
community approaches.  Drawing upon the theory of political ecology, developmental 
theories, as well as participation and representation studies, this analysis contributes to 
the broader scholarship on local and environmental governance. Its main objectives are: 
 To investigate the relation between governance processes and sustainability in the 
study areas; 
 To analyze the determining factors of success for governance models; and 
 To develop empirical insights on the complexity of governance processes, 
addressing socio-economic and environmental changes, as well as power and 
hierarchical structure at all scales, political dynamics, and stakeholder 
engagement schemes.  
2.2 Synopsis of this work 
This cumulative dissertation addresses its research objectives through a three-step 
research approach. For two selected case studies of grasslands and savannahs of South 
America (the Colombian Llanos and the Paraguayan Pantanal), a comparative analysis 
suggests practical insights on local and environmental governance. Accordingly, three 
peer-reviewed publications provide empirical evidence on the political economic and 
social perspectives embedded in the use and management of natural resources.  
In this dissertation, Chapter 3 provides the theoretical framework that guided the research 
analysis. First, the chapter outlines political ecology as the main foundation, not only 
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concerning conflicts of ecological distribution, but also with exploring power relations that 
are interwoven between sustainable development and the globalized world in a new light 
(Section 3.1). To reinforce this, two theories of socio economics and participatory 
development are presented and discussed (Section 3.2 and Section 3.3). Each approach 
describes the impacts of intensive exploitations of resources on the environment, local 
communities, identities, and cultures.  
Chapter 4 provides the research design and the methods applied. The whole comparative 
structured follows a three-step data analysis procedure. 
The results section (Chapter 5) comprises three peer-reviewed publications.  For each 
research objective, one academic study presents empirical evidence on environmental 
governance insights and discusses respective limitations.  
Chapter 6 synthesizes the results, identifies shortcomings of existing governance models, 
acknowledges research limitations, identifies remaining open questions, and draws 
conclusions for future methodological and practical development of CBG models. 
Chapter 7 concludes the dissertation by presenting two practical tools for practitioners and 
local communities in the grasslands and savannahs of South America: the Community-
Based Governance Manual (CBGM), including a case study on the Colombian Llanos, and 
the Guidelines to Strengthen CBG in the Paraguayan Pantanal (CBGG). Both documents 
seek to promote the political, economic, and social analysis of community actors as well 
as scenarios to address the socio-environmental and socio-economic problems that affect 
them. The CBGM and the CBGG may be regarded as concrete and tangible impacts on the 
field, as well as valid outlooks on expected future development of local and environmental 
governance models. Figure 1 presents the overarching research framework, visualizing 
 
the whole PhD process from problem identification to solution framings, as well as 
planning, execution, and the framework developed.  
 









Chapter 3: Theoretical framework 
 
In this chapter, the theoretical concepts, apropos governance processes and sustainable 
development, are situated in the socio-political and economic literatures. For each key 
publication, Figure 2 visualizes the logic and links between theories, theoretical 
frameworks, applied approaches, and results (see Chapter 5). The following subchapters 
discuss the main theoretical approaches: political ecology, including its relevance to the 
theoretical tools applied in this dissertation, development theories, and 
perception/representation studies.  
 
 




3.1 Political Ecology   
From the late 1970s, investigating the relationships between political, economic, and social 
issues, along with their ties to ecology, resulted in the politicization of environmental 
phenomena. The wide scope and the interdisciplinary nature of political ecology lead to 
multiple interpretations (De Castro et al. 2016; Escobar 1999; Forsyth 2004; Goldman et al. 
2011; M’Gonigle 1999; Martinez-Alier 2002; Peet et al. 2010; Robbins 2011; Watts 2000). Yet, 
three common assumptions about the theoretical practice and use are generally agreed 
upon among academics and political ecologists (Bryant and Bailey 1997):  
 Environmental changes do not affect society homogeneously. Political, social, and 
economic differences determine the uneven distribution of costs and benefits; 
 Any environmental change must affect the political and economic status quo; and 
 The inequitable distribution of costs and benefits, along with its impact on pre-
existing inequalities, have political implications in terms of altering power 
relations deriving from them. 
Decision making procedures over the use and management of natural resources, land use 
changes, biodiversity loss, and the erosion of traditional cultures are the central focus of 
political ecology (De Castro et al. 2016; Martinez-Alier 2002; Olivos 2013; Ostrom 1995, 
2005; Robbins 2011). In light of environmental governance processes, academic studies on 
theories of social movements and cooperation movements use political ecology to describe 
current situations and their causal variables (Blaikie 2008; Goldman et al. 2011; Ostrom 
1990).  Environmental destruction and over-exploitation are caused by the excessive use 
of natural resources, corresponding to the (often unregulated) increase of production and 
economic output. Conflicts arising from this are related to the political economic scenario 
and the social context in which there is a constant dialectic of transition and change 
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between natural resources and social groups (Agrawal and Clark 1999; Blaikie 2008; 
Blaikie and Brookfield 1987; Eufemia 2019; Leff 2003). Typically, these derive from various 
understandings/knowledge, often antagonistic, about the meaning of nature and its 
resources, where political and cultural values overflow the field of politics and economics, 
including political economy of environmental goods and services (Avery and Boadu 1998; 
Walker 2007). Therefore, political ecology is built upon the interaction, confrontation, and 
hybridization of these unlike and heterogeneous rationalities.  
In the socio-economic context of South America, beyond exploring these rationalities as 
dialectical opposites, political ecological research is able to contextualize the regional 
environmental and political history.  Its roots go back to a context of post-colonial and 
anti-imperialist resistance, where cultural identities shape the meaning of nature and its 
resources, including developing strategies of sustainable development (De Castro et al. 
2016; Leff 2003). For instance, effective practices of political ecology include the 
development of black communities of the Pacific in Colombia, the representation of social 
movements, like La Vía Campesina, across the region, as well as the self-governance and 
popular participation of indigenous communities in Southern Bolivia (De la Cadena 2010; 
Grueso et al. 2003; Humphreys Bebbington 2010; Massicotte 2010; Offen 2003; Rosset and 
Martinez-Torres 2013). These identities were shaped, and often transformed, through 
struggles of resistance, affirmation, and reconstruction of cultural identities against 
environmental changes (e.g. land use change, deforestation, degradation etc.) driven by 
economic globalization (e.g. growing global demand for commodities) (Leff 2003).  
While rethinking human-nature relations and interdependences, political ecology 
suggests the analysis of processes in and about the value and exploitation of natural 
resources that are neither resolved by economic valuations of natural assets nor by 
environmental/ecological policies/norms for economic development (Anderson and 
 
Rockel 1991; Barbier et al. 1997; Brander et al. 2006; Leff 2003; Peet et al. 2010). However, 
the existing literature rarely integrates conceptual theories of socio economics and 
participatory development into the narrative of governance processes and sustainable 
development (Canto Chac 2008; Forsyth 2004; Holsworth 1979; Walker 2007). By 
addressing this gap, this dissertation aims to contribute significantly to the socio-economic 
literature.  
The political ecological approach of this dissertation is supported by development theories 
(e.g. neo-extractivism) as well as perception and representation studies (Section 3.2 and 
Section 3.3). From these, four tools are applied in order to benefit the entire theoretical 
framing (Figure 2), as well as to sustain our methodological procedures (Section 4.2). These 
are: the Governance Analytical Framework (GAF) (Articles 1, 2, and 3) (Hufty 2011), 
Community-based natural resource management (CBNRM) (Article 2) (Agrawal and 
Clark 1999; Green 2016; Sattler et al. 2016), the Institutional and Development Framework 
(IAD) (Clement 2010, Clement 2013, Nigussie et al. 2018; Ostrom 2005; Rudd 2004), 
Common-Pool Resources (CPR) (Nickson 2016; Ostrom 1990, 1995, 2011; Saunders 2014)   
and New Institutional Economics (NIE) (Barzel 1997; Cyert and March, 1963; Ollila 2009; 
Simon 1972; Williamson 1985, 1996) (Article 3).  The Community-Based Governance 
Manual (CBGM) and the Guidelines to Strengthen CBG in the Paraguayan Pantanal 
(CBGG) are the practical outcomes of this empirical research, both developed under the 
focus of development theories as well as perception and representation studies.  
3.2 Development theories  
Over the past century, the notion of development is one of the most elaborated, studied, 
and analyzed topics to account for positive changes in society.  Most theories draw on 
socio-economic and political science disciplines, frames, and approaches (Chang 2011; 
Lewellen 2006; Oman and Ganeshan 1991; Pieterse 2010; Reynolds 1969; Vandenberghe 
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1999; Verdum 2010). They associate development with national economic growth, 
describing the centrality of the state and its roles. As a result, one of the core concerns of 
development theories is to investigate the nature and ties between national/regional 
governments and the market (Halperin 2013). Although many differences and 
conceptualizations on the ways to achieve growth exist, development theories are driven 
by the definition of growth and the development it produces (Halperin 2013). Alongside 
the neoliberal aim to reduce or dismantle state planning, public ownership, and 
government regulation of economic activities, one perspective advocates for a larger role 
of the state in development. These competing viewpoints produce political and ideological 
debates about growth and governance as well as, in particular, what constitutes good 
governance in the global context of development (Chang 2011; Halperin 2013; Ramos 
2013).  
In South America, because of the peculiarities of emerging and resource-dependent 
economies, an increasing body of literature and policies, as well as public debates, focus 
on the ties between development and how natural resources are used and managed. This 
perspective is strictly related to the concept/problem framing of sustainable development 
versus that of extracting natural resources (De Castro et al. 2016). A growing number of 
regional studies on political ecology, environmental economics, and political science 
theorize on the developmental model of extractivism or neo-extractivism,3 raising 
questions about the close relationship between intensive exploitation of natural resources, 
democracy, violence, and human rights violations  (Acosta et al. 2012; Brand 2016; 
                                                          
3 Difference between the two concepts/definitions: Extractivism represents technical systems/ 
processes of extracting natural resources, and it may be present in pre-capitalist, capitalist, or 
communitarian societies; Neo-extractivism is an evolution of extractivism, situated in the context 
of a new global pattern of interconnected markets and capital accumulation that include 
fundamental geopolitical networks (e.g. China as main investor and importer of global 
commodities) (Lander 2014) 
 
Gudynas, 2009; Alimonda, 2011; Escobar, 2011; Ramos 2013; Verdum 2010). The common 
idea across these diverse perspectives is the importance of sustainability for ecosystems 
and society, in contrast with “the rational utilitarianism” inherent in mainstream 
neoliberal economic thought (Nelson 1995).  
Based on the aforementioned arguments, in this dissertation, neo-extractivism is the main 
development theory used to describe the economic and political model based on the 
commodification and exploitation of natural resources, specifically in the context of 
grasslands and savannahs (Acosta 2011; Brand 2016; Carvajal 2016; De Castro et al. 2016; 
Eufemia et al. 2019; Gudynas 2009; Hempel 1996; Llambí 2016; Ramos 2013).  
In light of neoliberalism and globalization, the extractive frontier in both case studies (the 
Colombian Llanos and the Paraguayan Pantanal) has expanded rapidly, generating 
pressure on natural ecosystems, as well as local communities, identities, and cultures 
(Acosta et al. 2012; Eufemia et al. 2019; Heidenreich 2009; Hoogesteijn and Hoogestein 
2010; Swarts 2000). According to Carvajal (2016, p.10), the current extractive 
developmental model promotes a narrative that can be summarized in three simple 
arguments:  
 Neo-extractivism positions economic growth as the ultimate asset, prevailing over 
human rights and the right of people to self-determination; 
 Neo-extractivism underestimates indigenous communities, denying the 
existence/relevance (either cultural or economic) of ancestral territories and local-
knowledge; and  





3.3 Perception and representation studies  
The development of perception and representation studies contribute to a better 
understanding of human realities, where collective voices (e.g., the understanding and 
reactions to risks and problems) depend on different characteristics and relations (cultural, 
historical, political, etc.) (Bonatti, 2011; Carterette and Friedman 1982; Castilla 2006; 
Eufemia et al. 2019; Jodelet 2000; Geertz 1973; Piña Osorio and Cuevas Cajiga 2004). 
Perception is associated with judgments, assignments, memories, emotion, motivation, 
representations of the environment, and meanings of social structure reproduction 
(Bonatti 2011; Carterette and Friedman 1982; Castilla 2006; Eufemia et al. 2019; Heft 1997; 
Merleau-Ponty 1996; Moscovici 1988; Steelman and Carmin 1998). It is an essential part of 
consciousness. It is the part that consists of intractable facts and, therefore, constitutes 
reality as it is experienced. The process of knowledge of objects, facts, or truths, whether 
through sensory experience or through thought, forms a spatial awareness of objects and 
knowledge of the physical world (Carterette and Friedman 1982; Castilla 2006; Merleau-
Ponty 1996). Therefore, perception is both a way of thinking and an immediate behavior. 
Space is not an abstract element in which things are suspended, but rather the universal 
power of their connections (Eufemia et al. 2019). From the intimate subjectivity to a 
broader group of the collective perception of the issues at stake, representation studies 
serve to relate the world of everyday life to the spaces/objects with which the actors 
represent themselves (Jodelet 2000; Piña Osorio and Cuevas Cajiga 2004). They are a means 
to interpret reality and determine the behavior of the members of a group towards their 
social and physical environment with the object represented. A number of scholars, 
exploring social constructions of community-shared concepts with respect to the role 
played by environmental, socio-historical, and economic processes, argue that 
representation not only determines the action but can also change the actions and produce 
 
new behaviors (Bonatti 2011; Floriani 2003; Heft 1997; Jodelet 1986; Moscovici 1988; 
Steelman and Carmin 1998). In addition, it contains images that condense meanings 
(Jodelet, 1986), which make it an important reference to interpret what happens in 
everyday reality. For instance, the place-related social and cultural identity, expressed in 
both the collective and individual relationship with geophysical and geographical space, 
may form an important dimension of environmental attitudes and development.  
In this dissertation, perception and representation studies manifest themselves in a 
cognitive dynamic of the spatial relation of natural resource-dependent communities with 
socio-economic and environmental changes, as well as an understanding of the processes 
of social interaction.  In the perception and representation of social reality, the subject does 
not act as a reproducer, instead as a creator from his cognitive systems (Jodelet 2000; Piña 
Osorio and Cuevas Cajiga 2004). From this, the means by which communities perceive and 
represent the issues at stake affects the way they relate to new environments, both physical 
and intimate (Eufemia 2019; Heft 1997). This implication may affect the development and 
alterations of traditional knowledge and local culture. When this concept entails cultural 
identity and the relation with space, the role of collective perception and representation 
can help shape new paradigms for environmental governance and sustainable 
development (Bonatti 2011; Lander 2014; Peñuela et al. 2014; Peñuela and Fernández 2010; 
Steelman and Carmin 1998).  This work contributes to the body of knowledge on the social 
constructions of community-shared concepts with respect to the role played by 





Chapter 4: Research design 
In this section, the research design underlying the overall objective of this work is built 
(Figure 3). It is composed of three main research phases. Phases 1 and 2 address specific 
research objectives, generating corresponding publications (Articles 1, 2 and 3). Phase 3 
represents the outreach approach of this work.  
 
(Source: Luca Eufemia) 
4.1 Research questions  
The logic of the research design is to logically and rigorously investigate governance 
processes and sustainable development, contributing to the broader scholarship on 
environmental governance. Based on the three specific research objectives (Section 2.1), 
this dissertation addresses and answers three research questions.  
 
Research question 1: 
How relevant is local culture to sustainable development?  
(Related objective: to investigate the relation between governance processes and 
sustainability in the study areas – Article 1) 
To understand the realities of resource-dependent communities in rural context, culture is 
a key aspect as it unifies and reinforces collective perceptions, representation, and action. 
In the Colombian Llanos, the local culture of the Cultura Llanaera (CL), including, in 
particular, traditional livestock practices in flooded savannahs, is a key element for the 
sustainable development of the region. In addition, agricultural and extractive activities, 
primarily rice and oil, are considered by locals as the main threats to both the ecosystem 
and the protection of the CL. 
Research question 2: 
What governance model stands for sustainability in the region? 
(Related objective: to analyze the determining factors of success for governance models – 
Article 2) 
In the context of Paraguayan Pantanal, the main focus is on the struggle for recognition of 
indigenous peoples (e.g., identity, land, and rights), which involves many sectors of 
society within a complex arena, crossing boundaries among state, markets, and civil 
society. After observing problems, such as marginalization through the impact of land 
grabbing and inequitable access to land, from the Yshiro indigenous community leaders’ 
discourses, a second step is to encourage the strong governance that self-determination 
requires. The findings of this publication suggest that community-based governance is 
constructed by the Yshiro’s relation to land (e.g., Traditional Ecological Knowledge, TEK) 
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and their self-organized institution, the Unión de las Comunidades Indígenas de la Nación 
Yshiro,  (UCINY), as well as highly threatened by the impact of the national neo-extractive 
economy. 
Research question 3: 
What are the shortcomings of existing governance models? 
(Related objective: to develop empirical insights on the complexity of governance 
processes, addressing socio-economic and environmental changes, as well as power and 
hierarchical structure at all scales, political dynamics, and stakeholder engagement 
schemes – Article 3). 
The grasslands and savannahs of Colombia and Paraguay face weak governance in both 
its institutional and community-based contexts. Hierarchical and market-based forms of 
community and natural resource management appear to rule in both regions under study. 
The findings of this comparative work suggest that there are three mechanisms causing 
weak governance. First is centralized power, both economic and political, that directly 
impacts law enforcement and monitoring at the local level. Second is the role of central 
and local governments, often linked to weak property regimes of land-tenure, land 
distribution, and land planning. Finally, the third mechanism is social exclusion, 
impacting the marginalization of rural and indigenous communities with respect to the 
use and management of natural resources. 
4.2 Research activities: case studies and methods 
This dissertation focuses on the Department of Casanare in the Colombian Llanos 
and the Department of Alto Paraguay in the Paraguayan Pantanal (Figure 4). 
Agricultural production and extractive interventions are the main threats to the 
 
grasslands and savannahs in both areas, while land use planning and 
management rarely includes ecological and social criteria that safeguard natural 
ecosystems, biodiversity, and carbon stocks. The ongoing transformation of 
natural ecosystems negatively affects local and community-based governance 
structures. 
 
(Source: WWF Paraguay) 
The field activities were embedded in an environmental project of the World Wide 
Fund for Nature (WWF) (Section 4.3), concerning information gathering and 
sharing for land use planning in the selected regions, as well as filling knowledge 
gaps. Because of its intrinsic aim to build local governments capacity, support 
multi-stake holder platforms, and promote better management practices, this 
project offered a fertile environment within which to investigate the research 
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questions of this dissertation (Section 4.1). Methodological approaches and tools 
used to address each research question are summarized in Table 1. Further details 
about the description of case studies, methods, and techniques applied with which 
data were treated can be found in each publication (Chapter 4). The subsequent 
subsection briefly describes the specific objectives of WWF project.  
Research question Case study Methods and tools Article 
 
1) How relevant is local culture to 




Literature review (exploratory 
research), stakeholder 
mapping, semi-structured 





2) What governance model stands 




Literature review (exploratory 
research), stakeholder 
mapping, semi-structured 
interviews and survey (n=52), 





resource management (CBNRM) 
2 
3) What are the shortcomings of 





Literature review (exploratory 
research), non-structured 
interviews (n=10), online expert 
survey (=32), semi-structured 




Institutional and Development 
Framework (IAD) 
Common-Pool resources (CPR) 
New institutional economics 
(NIE) 
3 
Table 1: Research questions, methods and publications. 
  
 
4.3 WWF project 
Land Use Change in Savannahs and Grasslands – approaches by Policy Engagement, Land 
Use Planning and Best Management Practices (Sulu2) is a WWF project funded by the 
German Federal Ministry for the Environment, Nature Conservation, Building, and 
Nuclear Safety (BMU), under the International Climate Initiative (IKI).4 The project builds 
capacity for climate smart land use planning and practices in the project areas and 
develops knowledge on grassland and savannah ecosystems. The project raises the level 
of ambition concerning climate mitigation by maintaining the carbon reservoirs of 
grasslands and savannahs. Adopting climate smart production practices in cattle, soy, and 
palm oil production substantially increases soil organic matter, while also improving 
water holding capacity, reducing soil erosion, and improving water quality. The inclusion 
of local communities and producers, as well as the financial sector and the scientific 
community, supports the transformative shift to low-emission development in both 
Colombia and Paraguay. 
 
  
                                                          
4 More information can be found here: https://globallandusechange.org/en/projects/land-use-
change-in-savannas-and-grasslands/why-sulu2/. Alternatively, please contact WWF Deutschland 
Reinhardtstr. 18 - 10117; Berlin. Tel.: +49 (0)30 311777-700. Fax: +49 (0)30 311777-199. 
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Chapter 5: Results 
In this section, three peer-reviewed publications represent the empirical results of the 
dissertation. They are presented in the official format of the respective academic journals: 
Social Sciences, Sustainability, and Society & Natural Resources. All three journal scopes 
benefit from this work as they publish international and cutting-edge socio-economic 
science research that advances understanding of the interaction between society and 
natural resources, providing an advanced forum for studies related to sustainability and 
sustainable development. In addition, full experimental and methodical details of the 
publications are cohesively in line with the broad and interdisciplinary scholarship of each 











5.1 Collective Perception of Anthropic and Extractive Interventions in the 
Colombian Llanos (Article 1) 
 
Eufemia, L., Morales, H., Bonatti, M., Graser, M., Lana, M., & Sieber, S. (2019). Collective 
Perception of Anthropic and Extractive Interventions in the Colombian Llanos. Social 































5.2 Community-Based Governance and Sustainability in the Paraguayan 
Pantanal (Article 2) 
 
Eufemia, L., Schlindwein, I., Bonatti, M., Bayer, S. T., & Sieber, S. (2019). Community-









































5.3 Mechanisms of weak Governance in Grasslands and Wetlands of 
South America (Article 3) 
 
Eufemia, L., Bonatti, M., Sieber, S., Schröter, B., & Lana, M. A. (2020). Mechanisms of Weak 
Governance in Grasslands and Wetlands of South America. Sustainability, 12(17), 7214. 






































Chapter 6: Conclusions 
6.1 Discussion of results  
This section returns to the research questions (Section 4.1) to discuss the empirical 
evidence presented in the research publications (Section 5). It critically assesses the 
relevance of the generated insights for consolidating a novel understanding of local and 
environmental governance in the grasslands and savannahs of Colombia and Paraguay. 
Practical implications for integrating CBG models into methodological development are 
discussed in this section. 
Research question 1 
How relevant is local culture to sustainable development? 
Rural development centering on the valorization of cultural identity is becoming an 
increasingly important issue for scholars, policy makers, and practitioners. For some, it 
constitutes a novel element of economic development, while for others, it is a form of 
resistance to globalization (Fonte and Ranaboldo 2007). Due to the economic approach 
traditionally given to the concept of development, the relationship between culture and 
(sustainable) development is complex. Yet, the influence of culture on the economy is well 
researched. Culture may affect not just the economic performance of a community, but 
also equity as there are moral and ethical principles conditioning community interests 
(Fonte and Ranaboldo 2007; Gallegos 2014; Throsby 1995).  In addition, scientific evidence 
based on community approaches demonstrates the effects of culture on individual 
behavior, resulting in collective and shared results (e.g. growth of employment level, 
technological exchanges etc.) (Cohen 1996; Goldstone and Gureckis 2009; Johnson and 
Lenartowicz 1998; Kottak 1990; Sum and Jessop 2013).  
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In the South American context, there is a lack of literature regarding the role that elements 
of traditional culture can play for sustainable development (Eufemia et al. 2019). Similarly, 
not only is there little research investigating how the rapid expansion of agricultural and 
extractive activities affect local societal and cultural dynamics, there is also limited 
understanding of the intrinsic relationship between the depletion of natural resources and 
the erosion of local cultures. However, worldwide, there are many cases demonstrating 
that local cultures and functioning traditional institutions are important for sustainable 
development (Adams 1993; Azamar Alonso and Ponce Sánchez 2015; Ostrom 1990; 
Steelman and Carmin 1998). Considering the characteristics of the group that is dealing 
with the natural resource (e.g., the exploitation of wetlands for livestock farming), 
common shared norms and joint successful experiences are key aspects of a fruitful 
management of the resource (Frey 2018). Local cultures and traditional institutions are 
ingredients for a prosperous development that is also incorporated in the theories of local 
and indigenous knowledge. The natural environment combines heritage, spaces, 
landscapes, and resources that are often related to culture, insofar as they refer to history, 
knowledge, and identity (Gallegos 2014). Therefore, the integration of cultural institutions 
into resource use and management is needed to ensure sustainable development (DeWalt 
1994; Escobar 1999; Quintero and Arbeláez 2016).  
The first article addresses the first research question by investigating collective perception 
(=50) of anthropic and extractive interventions in the Colombian Llanos (Municipalities of 
Yopal and Paz de Ariporo, Casanare). The results presented in this work (Eufemia et al. 
2019) indicate that practices of the local culture of the Cultura Llanera (CL), in the form of 
traditional livestock in flooded savannahs, which includes strategies to optimize creole 
bovine breeding, economic and productive outputs for cattle ranchers, are key elements 
for the sustainable development of the region. In addition, this work shows that 
 
agricultural and extractive activities (rice and oil) are considered to be the main threats to 
both the ecosystem and the protection of the CL. Both findings reveal that the spatial 
relation of local groups rooted in the CL is being increasingly threatened by decades of 
land-dispossessions, state-corruption, and the tendency to solely rely on one or two 
economic activities (Hincapié 2017; Salcedo and Barrera 2019). Such findings are useful 
both for local development processes, such as identifying locally suitable conflict 
resolution mechanisms, as well as for wider scientific progress, such as identifying 
conservation opportunities of traditional livestock practices based local knowledge in 
flooded savannahs ecosystems (Peñuela et al. 2014; Peñuela and Fernández 2010; 
Rippstein 2001; Uzzell and Badenas 2002).  
Notwithstanding this research development, recent political decisions in post-conflict 
Colombia may be limiting the effective implementation of cultural relevance for 
development. For instance, a new resolution defining the borders of the National 
Agricultural Frontier (NAF) will open 35% of the national territory to agricultural 
interventions, especially in ecosystems of grasslands and savannahs (Eufemia et al. 2018).5 
Likewise, Colombia New Development Plan for 2018 to 2022 (NDP) has set insufficient 
environmental targets that promote further deforestation and forest degradation. The 
potential consequences not only rise environmental and conservation concerns but 
threaten land and human rights (Eufemia et al. 2019).6 The main problem is political and 
administrative, with strong roots in the dynamics of land tenure and the expansion of large 
estates into areas of high environmental and cultural relevance. As an alternative, the 
value of culture as an engine of economic and sustainable development may be enhancing 
and improving the attractiveness of the territories with practices that foster exchange and 
a balanced articulation between public agents, the market economy, and the common 
                                                          
5 See section III NON-PEER-REVIEWED PUBLICATIONS RELEVANT TO THE TOPIC (1) 
6 See section III NON-PEER-REVIEWED PUBLICATIONS RELEVANT TO THE TOPIC (2) 
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goods, including reinvestment in the local wellbeing (Anzaldo and Chauvet 2016; 
assGallegos 2014). Similar, social inclusion through active participation in cultural life, as 
well as mutual recognition and cooperation between different groups can strengthen 
social cohesion. Thus, socio-economical and agricultural scientists may be encouraged to 
consider elements of local cultures as a research strategy to identify not just collective 
threats but also to promote sustainable and traditional practices and innovations. 
Research question 2 
What governance model stands for sustainability in the region? 
Since the 1990s, the concept of local and environmental governance has offered an 
analytical framework to explain the different possible combinations of organization that 
vary according to the social, political, cultural, and administrative characteristics of each 
region. Understanding governance models requires prior knowledge of the political, 
economic, and cultural context (Berkes et al. 2000; Zurbriggen 2014). For instance, it is 
important to consider the degree of development of democracy as well as the threats and 
problems affecting specific contexts.  This perspective of analysis allows for avoiding 
normative biases and to understand how social dynamics work, with interest and power 
relations embedded in institutional frameworks and the cultural environment in which 
they are inserted. In addition, it would help to improve the design of public policies for 
sustainable development, understanding shortcomings of existing governance models, 
and facilitate the building of novel approaches (Zurbriggen 2014). Any institutional 
analysis of the State or community-organizations must be political, to discern what are the 
configurations of power, hierarchies, and interests that allow for the promotion of 
economic and social development (Berkes et al. 2000; Ostrom 2007; Raco and Flint 2001).  
 
With regards to vulnerable groups, such as indigenous communities, research about 
sustainable development may explore the organizational and educational settings, 
searching for viable community-based governance models or characteristics. Likewise, 
science-based analysis and decision-making processes may contribute to governance by 
creating agendas for education and social learning, where community members evaluate 
their self-state of vulnerability and shape development plans (Bonatti et al. 2019).7 With 
respect to the Paraguayan Pantanal case, however, such approaches are missing, as the 
perspectives of natural science dominate over human sciences and humanities. Most of 
the Paraguayan Pantanal is studied with regard to its ecological, biological, and physical 
properties (Eufemia et al. 2018)8. Because of this, some scholars see the need to favor the 
strengthening and a closer approximation of the interface between human science and 
policy-making processes, aiming to sustainably use the Pantanal. It is thought that both a 
functional science network and stakeholder involvement will bolster the collaborative 
capability of participants to generate sustainable solutions (Schulz et al. 2019; Tomas et al. 
2019). 
Under this scenario, the second article addresses the second research question, 
investigating community-based governance models for sustainability in the context of 
Paraguayan wetlands. It specifically focuses on the struggle for recognition of indigenous 
peoples (e.g., identity, land, and rights), which involves many sectors of society within a 
complex arena, crossing boundaries among state, markets, and civil society. After 
observing problems, such as indigenous group marginalization resulting from land 
grabbing and inequitable access to land, a second proposal is to encourage strong 
governance that self-determination requires. The findings (Eufemia et al. 2019) suggest 
that community-based governance is constructed by the Yshiro relation to land (e.g. 
                                                          
7 See section II PEER-REVIEWED PUBLICATIONS RELEVANT TO THE TOPIC (1) 
8 See section II PEER-REVIEWED PUBLICATIONS RELEVANT TO THE TOPIC (2) 
104 
 
Traditional Ecological Knowledge, TEK) and their self-organized institution Unión de las 
Comunidades Indígenas de la Nación Yshiro, (UCINY); all this is highly threatened by the 
impact of the national neo-extractive economy. 
Although community-based governance models can strengthen the self-awareness of 
populations in the face of natural or man-made impacts, they can also leverage processes 
of good public policies and applications of TEK. This cumulative body of knowledge, 
practices, and beliefs that evolves through historical processes is transmitted through 
cultural forms from one generation to another and entails the relationships between 
humans/non-humans with their environment (Berkes et al. 2000). TEK is local, holistic, 
and bears a vision of the world that integrates physical and spiritual aspects, constituting 
a solid base for local and environmental governance models. De facto, it improves the 
capacity of societies to manage natural resources, especially in changing and uncertain 
conditions (Reyes-García 2009). Based on these assumptions, organizational models that 
include TEK may be investigated in the light of sustainable development. With particular 
regard to territorial organizations (e.g. UCINY) and their relation to globalization, novel 
approaches are needed. For instance, organizational models should be built upon the rules 
that are not imposed “from outside” or “from above,” but rather constructed, modified, 
and monitored by the territorial social actors and their institutions (Cardoso de Oliveira 
1976; Korovkin 2000). Future research may improve the concept of community-based 
governance of this work by developing new articulated governance characteristics, 
addressing both community empowerment usage and the management of natural 




Research question 3 
What are the shortcomings of existing governance models? 
In the context of (largely) capitalist development, local and environmental governance that 
genuinely addresses environmental protection, social equity, and inclusive political 
participation is a key asset for sustainable development (Zurbriggen 2014). Because of its 
historical, political, and socio-economical dynamics, South America provides a fertile and 
challenging ground for research on this topic. After over two decades of failing 
decentralization state reforms, an increasing scholarship targeting (finite) resource-
dependent economies is fostering a debate on public policy, networks, and governance, 
seeking to offer novel methodological-analytical approaches for sustainable development 
(Iribarnegaray and Seghezzo 2012; Willis et al. 1999). Greater capacity and more science to 
describe the complex forms of interaction between State-society, the environment, and the 
market in rapidly changing historical contexts are required. Likewise, there is a need for 
novel theoretical and analytical frameworks concerning the extent to which state 
traditions, constitutional settings, bureaucratic structures, and political culture typical of 
the region are interrelated. Further, formal and informal institutions and norms (e.g. 
corruption, clientelism etc.) are central to better understanding state transformations and 
its relationship with the (global) market and the environment (Graña 2015; Mitsch et al. 
2014; Putnam et al. 1994; Schulz et al. 2019; Zurbriggen 2014).  
In rural areas of grasslands and savannahs, weak governance contributes to 
environmental, socio-economic, and institutional conflicts, along with social exclusion and 
poverty (Beall 2002; Chaikumbung et al. 2019;  Fosci 2013;  Ioris 2013; Ioris et al. 2014;  
Mitsch et al. 2015; Safford 2012;  Schulz et al. 2019). In the Colombian Llanos and the 
Paraguayan Pantanal, the wide expanses and remoteness of the areas are key obstacles 
inhibiting transparency measures (e.g. monitoring) and formal boundaries (e.g. law 
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enforcement and control). Policy reforms over land use and land distribution show not 
just trends toward privatization, but also the delegation of service provisions to the private 
sector and, at times, civil society actors (Safford 2010; Zurbriggen 2014). Within formal 
institutions and settings, centralized and top-down models, supported by neoliberal and 
extractive systems, exacerbate the marginalization of local governments and institutions 
(e.g. lack of financial and human support etc.). Both the lack of trust in and within public 
institutions, as well as the lack of standards for democratic local and environmental 
governance, may negatively affect the fairness of decision making processes (Hare et al. 
2018). Thus, authority and decision-making processes in the hands of private economic 
actors, especially in terms of economic impacts, underlies weak governance (Graña 2015; 
Palmer et al. 2009).  
The last article answers the third research question, exploring the mechanisms of weak 
governance and how they are structured.  The comparative analysis describes hierarchical 
and market-based forms of community and natural resource management. The findings 
of this comparative work (Eufemia et al. 2019) suggest that there are three mechanisms 
causing weak governance. First is centralized power, both economic and political, that 
directly impacts law enforcement and monitoring at the local level. Second is the role of 
central and local governments, often linked to weak property regimes of land-tenure, land 
distribution, and land planning. Finally, the third mechanism is social exclusion, 
impacting the marginalization of rural and indigenous communities with respect to the 
use and management of natural resources.  
One way to treat the results of this work consists of structuring the categories proposed9 
in order to build future scenarios that can be the foundation for a novel analytical 
                                                          
9 Three categories emerging from the mechanisms of weak governance:  
 The role of the local and central governments (political perspective) 
 The role of the existing economic model (economic perspective) 
 
framework for community-based governance. The suggested solution has three main 
strategic scopes. First, to decentralize political decision-making and budgeting processes 
for a participatory democracy (decentralization). Second, to strengthen associative and 
cooperative models (associativism). Third, to provide training on social and community-
based governance models (social models). From these community-approaches, 
recommendations to policymakers, stakeholders, and development agencies can be made. 
This framework aims to facilitate dialogue and build trust between community groups, 
taking into account local perspectives and promoting the development of the community-
based governance models for sustainable development. Figure 5 presents the suggested 
CBG Framework.  
 
(Source: Luca Eufemia) 
                                                          





6.2 Implications for local and environmental governance   
Marginalized rural communities are especially vulnerable to weak governance, as they 
lack human, political, and financial capacity to protect their rights over land and natural 
resource use and management (Palmer et al. 2009). All approaches explored in this 
dissertation involve socio-economic and political contexts where local and environmental 
governance is weak. This situation has three main implications. First, it reveals that weak 
governance encourages social inequalities and the erosion of local cultures, with 
destabilizing consequences (Graña 2015). Second, it causes environmental degradation, 
including in national parks and other protected areas, as well as illegal land grabbing and 
land tenure speculations. Third, weak governance may thrive where formal laws are 
complex, incoherent, or outdated; where informal institutions, like corruption or 
impunity, are directly linked to socio-environmental conflicts; where decision making and 
budgeting processes are centralized in urban areas, having direct impacts on law 
enforcement and monitoring at the local level; where weak property regimes of land 
tenure, land distribution and land planning are in place; and where multi-level exclusion 
(social status, gender, ethnicity, education etc.) exists. Instead, good governance should 
ensure human and land rights, protect natural resources, while also promoting socially 
and economically sustainable development (Iribarnegaray and Seghezzo 2012; Palmer et 
al. 2009; Willis et al. 1999).  
This dissertation’s take on community-based governance brings about a number of 
challenges under existing conditions of (unsustainable) development. Most notably, local 
perspectives stand in contrast to agro-industrial and extractives interests, which may 
imply fundamental influences in political and economic decision-making processes. The 
CBG approach implies creating a space of dialogue between different interests in order to 
find a synthesis of collective issues at stake and consequent joint solutions. Furthermore, 
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its most relevant contribution offers its ecosystem approach to the broader scholarship on 
local and environmental governance. Linking together the importance to conserve and 
sustainably manage grasslands and savannahs alongside local culture and identities 
provides researchers and practitioners a perspective where CBG can be tested and 
replicated in other, similar contexts.  
Further, this work stresses the importance of increasing and diversifying, from both a 
qualitative and a quantitative perspective, science-based research in the study-areas. The 
importance of diversifying science-based research to incorporate a more holistic 
perspective, including communities, making the use and management of natural resources 
more effective, and providing a stronger legacy for future studies and interventions is 
developed (Carlsson and Berkes 2005; Eufemia et al. 2018). For scaling up the results, 
practical methodological tools are developed. Both the Community-Based Governance 
Manual (CBGM), including a case study on the Colombian Llanos, and the Guidelines to 
Strengthen CBG in the Paraguayan Pantanal (CBGG), are presented below as outreach 
tools (Section 7). 
6.3 Limitations and further research needs 
The empirical results reported herein should be considered in light of its main limitations. 
Each work presented in Section 5 was performed through a three year process and affected 
by major political, economic and environmental transformations in both areas under 
study. In post conflict Colombia, political and administrative resolutions over land tenure 
and distribution are increasing competition over land use, resulting in land grabbing, 
land tenure speculation, instability, as well as new conflicts and further violence (Eufemia 
et al. 2018; Eufemia et al. 2019). As for Paraguay, in 2019, thousands of hectares of 
grasslands and forests from the Pantanal were lost due to uncontrolled and human-made 
fires (e.g. farmers burning grasslands to improve the quality of cattle pastures, triggering 
 
forest fires). Consequently, political and environmental implications of the CBG 
framework might be challenged under new and different circumstances. For example, 
these events may impact the current scenario of one or more categories created, either from 
a political, economic, or social perspective, resulting in different projections of locally 
suitable conflict/problem resolution mechanisms. Although the utility of the tested 
approaches is demonstrated in principle, further research is needed to adapt external 
events (e.g. central government resolutions, extreme or unpredicted weather events etc.) 
to local context. This may imply local replications of the research procedures taken here, 
for example, to update locally meaningful suggestion for decentralization, including 
associative and social models.  
Another possible limitation relates to the degree to which the dissertation tends to 
generalize. For example, our most consistent set of data regard local perspectives. Thus, 
those results (also due to the lack of comparisons with other case studies or other 
communities worldwide) might not translate or be transferrable to a broader context. The 
evidence presented here allows for making statements about local and environmental 
governance approaches in specific grasslands and savannahs ecosystems. The actual 
development of a generalized model for CBG, however, would have been too time-and 
cost-intensive for the purpose of the research presented here. Consequently, the CBGM 
and the CBGG were developed in partnership with locals in order to offer practitioners 
methodological, generalizable, and (perhaps) simplistic guidelines about CBG. Although 
this constraint has important implications, based on the research objectives, cases where 
similar research is scarce are presented. While the explored concepts are promising under 
the assumption that novel local and environmental governance models are needed, the 
conditions under which this assumption holds true may vary greatly by context. Highly 
participatory research and widely accepted governance design processes are now needed 
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to create a regional and global understanding of bottom up organizational approaches for 
grasslands and savannahs.  
Regarding difficulties to merge and compare development theories and 
perception/representation studies, there may be deficiency of robust theoretical 
arrangements. Based on the hypothesis, an investigation of novel governance approaches 
for non-normative governance perspective in socio-economic and policy research was 
carried out; these can contribute to an improved understanding of socio-economic and 
political processes, including formal and informal ones, those embedded in larger and 
smaller social systems, as well as both vertical and horizontal socio-economic and political 
arrangements. The mix of theoretical methods (e.g. GAF, CBNRM, IAD, CPR, and NIE) 
used, may have favored operational descriptions over conceptual descriptions. Although 
the deep meaning of each of the theoretical concepts is not meticulously discussed and 
new theory building is not carried out, theoretical and empirical applications are. Hence, 
the resulting perspectives may be narrowed or limited with respect to the overall 
theoretical framework. However, as  CBG is defined as a bottom-up organizational model, 
which increases the participation of local groups in the planning, research, development, 
management, and formulation of policies and strategies for a wider community, it is 
operationalized in terms of three scopes (decentralization, associativism, and social 
models) that are linked to development theories and perception/representation studies.  
Further, the way the methodological tool of the Governance Analytical Framework (GAF) 
is used in all three main publications may negatively impact the quality of the sample 
composition. The GAF focuses on social interactions within which actors/participants 
make decisions regarding a collective problem, thereby creating and reinforcing social 
norms or institutions (Hufty, 2011). It comprises five analytical tools: problems, actors, 
social norms, processes, and nodal points. Field study constraints limited the research to 
 
focus on only two: problems and social norms. As for the actual implementation of the 
GAF surveys, within the private and productive sectors, participants belonged to the 
subsistence and livestock agricultural sector. None of the participants represented 
agricultural or extractive industries (e.g. monoculture, hydrocarbons etc.), thus a certain 
degree of heterogeneity in the results may have resulted. In future applications of GAF, 
more rigorous research is needed to account for all five analytical tools, as well as for a 
diverse and heterogonous participation.  
Lastly, the research presented here emphasizes the potential feasibility of the CBG 
framework, thus offering manuals and guidelines applied in the field studies (see Chapter 
7). However, despite the potential of the tested approaches, it is not clear to what extent 
their implementations may influence local policy and be adopted in research projects for 
sustainable development. Recent research suggests that community-based concepts are 
needed to tackle socio-economic and environmental instances (Alvarado and Sánchez, 
2019; Calfucura 2018; Flores et al. 2016; Gutiérrez et al. 2019; Sanchez-Betancourt  and 
Vivier 2019; Wilson et al. 2018). However, for grassland and savannah ecosystems, further 
studies and applied models are needed to understand the potential benefits of CBG. 
Investigating replicability factors where models can be tested within diverse ecosystems 








Chapter 7: Outlook  
CBGM and CBGG are resources for local communities and development practitioners who 
wish to apply participatory methods to local and environmental governance in rural 
contexts. The CBGM covers all methodological phases of CBG - from definition and 
strategy design to participatory planning and implementation - offering an illustrative 
case study in the Colombian Llanos (Municipality of Paz de Ariporo, Casanare). The 
CBGG showcases the first training workshop on CBG in the Paraguayan Pantanal (District 
of Bahía Negra, Alto Paraguay). It includes learning activities, practical tools, and 
guidelines created by locals for their specific context.  Both publications are the result of a 
three-year fruitful collaboration between the Leibniz Centre for Agricultural Landscape 
Research (ZALF) team, the Humboldt University of Berlin, the WWF teams in Germany, 
Colombia, and Paraguay, the Fundación Horizonte Verde, and the Unión de las 
Comunidades Indígenas de la Nación Yshiro (UCINY), within the framework of the 
International Climate Initiative (IKI). It is hoped that these publications will inspire and 
guide the work of development and policy programs, rural institutions, and field staff in 
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